THE FIRST BEGINNINGS AND  THE MIDDLE  AGES

twentieth century does not believe it possible to construct an image of the
world and admits that he is ignorant of the plan of the building of which
he has measured a few stones, Saint Thomas, thanks to revelation,
sturdily built to the very pinnacle of divine truth the spire of his
intellectual cathedral.

Philosophers and theologians wrote in Latin, but from as early as the
eleventh century there existed in France minstrels or 'inventors' (trouvcrcs)
who journeyed from castle to castle and from public square to public
square reciting historical songs in die vernacular, at first short poems,
then longer chansons degeste (gesta being deeds). Although it was the time
of the Crusades, and the knights were not lacking in real adventures, they
took delight in evoking the past. They had a nostalgia for Charlemagne
and even for Alexander. Many were the versions of die Chanson de
Roland, with the monks furnishing the historical detail and each trouvdre
adding touches of his own. The influence on manners and customs of
these endlessly repeated tales, imprinted on minds by die tricks of rhydim
and assonance, was profound and, towards die end of the twelfth century,
the knight in real life began to imitate die knight of die epics, just as later
on lovers would imitate Saint-Preux or Werdicr. The chansons de gestc
exalt the warlike virtues; in them personal courage is so proud dxat it
refuses all help, all succour; Roland refuses to blow die horn which would
have called back Charlemagne and thus abandons liis bravo companions to
their fate. It was this spirit, heroic to the point of absurdity, which was
to lose the day at Crecy for the chivalry of France. A knight is faithful to
his suzerain, and his great dramas lie in conflicting loyalties. He is generous
with his possessions, but touchy, jealous of his honour; any affront he
avenges by the deadi of him who gives it; he keeps his word, even when
it be given to an enemy. Saint Louis, die knightly king, keeps faith with
the Saracens and with the King of England, losing a province rather than
break an agreement. If we recall die faithlessness of Gregory of Tours's
Prankish kings, the morality of the chansons de gcste reveals a remarkable
advance. In the Chanson de Roland is also found for the first time a feeling
of patriotism, of love for 'sweet France' (which perhaps referred only to
the fie de France, but what matter?). This heroic literature contributed
gready to shaping the French soul, and certain reflexes of defiance or pride
on the part of French heroes of our own day bring back to our minds the
Chanson de Roland.

Alongside the chawons de geste another literature grew up in France,
centred around woman and dealing with love. Why this new prestige for
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